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Human rights leader wants former general out of UN
Ramon Custodio, head of the Comite de Defensa de los Derechos Humanos en Honduras (CODEH),
has renewed his campaign to remove a former general accused of human rights abuses from his
UN job. On July 8, Custodio asked Foreign Relations Minister Roberto Flores to remove Gen.
Luis Discua Elvir, former Armed Forces chief, from his post as military attache in the Honduran
delegation to the UN. Custodio made the same request in a letter to President Carlos Flores. "The
presence of Discua as a member of the diplomatic corps in the heart of the UN is not only an offense
to the national conscience but to all peoples and governments that are members of the UN," said
Custodio.
Foreign Relations Minister Flores promised to examine the request and issue a reply "as soon as
possible." Discua was the first commander of Battalion 3-16, generally believed to have sponsored
death squads responsible for human rights violations during the 1980s (see NotiSur, 1995-01-13).
When Discua stepped down as Armed Forces chief in 1995, then president Carlos Reina (1994-1998)
appointed him to the Honduran UN delegation (see Notisur, 1996-01-26).
At the time, human rights leaders said Discua was given the UN assignment so that he could receive
diplomatic immunity from prosecution for human rights abuses. However, Reina said he made the
appointment to reduce the possibility of a military coup (see NotiCen, 1998-08-20).

Court frees former officer convicted in disappearance cases
In February, Criminal Court Judge Rita Nunez revoked the prison sentence of former military officer
Billy Joya and released him on a US$188 bond. The court found, after a "meticulous study" of the
case, that Joya was guilty only of illegal detention, which does not require a prison term. Joya was
originally charged with illegal detention and intent to commit murder in the case involving six
university students detained by Battalion 3-16 in 1982 (see NotiSur, 1995-08-04, 1995-11-03).
Custodio had also filed charges against him for robbery, illegal detention, and torture of journalist
Oscar Reyes and his wife Gloria Elvir in 1982. Joya fled from an arrest warrant issued in 1995 but
returned voluntarily from Spain in December 1998. While a fugitive, he published a memoir, in
which he admitted his role in the disappearances but claimed he did not participate in human
rights violations. While he was still a fugitive, prosecutors rejected his offer to surrender because
of unacceptable conditions he set that included special privileges while in prison (see NotiSur,
1996-04-12).
In July, the Appeals Court turned down a request by the attorney general's office to reverse Judge
Nunez's decision. In upholding the order for Joya's release, the court said there was insufficient
evidence supporting the graver offenses alleged by the six students. Comite de Familiares de
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Detenidos Desaparecidos en Honduras (COFADEH) coordinator Berta Oliva said the Appeals Court
decision shows "how corrupt justice is in Honduras."
She said her organization might sue the state in the World Court at The Hague as well as bring new
charges against Joya. Attorney General Roy Medina said the special prosecutor for human rights
would take the Appeals Court verdict to the Supreme Court. He said his office would not rest until
the courts issue a "favorable verdict" in these cases "that have shaken the conscience of society and
have shown us to the international community as a state in violation of human rights."

Torture chamber found in residence of army colonel
In March, police and a team of US forensic anthropologists found evidence that a country residence
owned by retired Gen. Amilcar Zelaya had been used as a detention and torture center by the
military in the 1980s. Zelaya was a member of the military junta that governed Honduras from 1978
to 1981. The anthropologists were in Honduras searching for clandestine graves. The house was
identified by six former university students who survived military detention in 1982. Under a court
order requested by COFADEH and the government's human rights prosecutor, they examined the
house located in Amarateca, north of Tegucigalpa.
The investigation revealed bloodstained walls, false floors, tunnels, and bullets embedded in the
walls. The evidence indicated the Second Infantry Battalion had used the house as a torture center.
Oliva said the house was often visited by Col. Alexander Hernandez, founder of Battalion 3-16 and
currently a fugitive wanted for the detention of the six students and for the 1983 assassination of
Herminio Deras, leader of the Partido Comunista de Honduras (PCH). The six students illegally
detained in 1982 have testified that they were held and tortured at the residence.
One of the former students, Gilda Rivera, identified Billy Joya as one of the captors. After the
examination of the residence, she said, "We didn't lie, and now we will seek and substantiate new
proof and demonstrate in the courts that the law cannot be twisted at the whim of judges or other
people." In April, forensic experts began examining the countryside near the Amarateca house in
search of clandestine graves where disappearance victims are thought to be buried. In July, human
rights prosecutor Sara Ponce announced another search will begin for clandestine graves in La
Montanita near the capital.

Defense Minster takes over arms business
In early July, Defense Minister Edgardo Dumas seized control of arms sales from the Instituto de
Prevision Militar (IPM) and placed all related arms activities under Armed Forces control. The IPM
is a semiautonomous company set up by the military to handle its various business activities (see
NotiCen, 1999-07-01). One of those businesses was La Armeria, which monopolized the sale of
weapons and generated annual profits of up to US$2 million. Dumas said the Armeria's activities
violated the Constitution, which gives the Armed Forces sole authority to manufacture, import, or
sell arms. Dumas said the Armeria "does not belong to the Armed Forces, but to the IPM, which has
a separate juridical identity and therefore is not under the authority of the Ministry of Defense."
Dumas did not say what agency would now take over arms sales and distribution in Honduras.
Army commandant Col. Rodolfo Interiano Portillo had no comment on Dumas' decision. Asked
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by the media for his opinion, Interiano said the minister was in charge, "and it is he who makes
the decisions." To complete the transfer of the arms business to the Defense Ministry, the National
Assembly may have to pass legislation to dissolve a 1984 formal agreement between the presidency
and the Armed Forces. The agreement (Reglamento para Tenencia y Portacion de Armas) gives the
Armeria sole authority to import, export, warehouse, and sell all types of arms and ammunition.
Loss of direct access to the profits from arms sales will mean a severe cutback in the discretionary
funds the Armed Forces high command has enjoyed. Though officially organized to generate
extra income for distribution among military personnel for pensions and social assistance, IPM
distributions go mostly to a handful of officers. The Armeria is a large operation with 19 branch
offices. In 1998, it imported US$1.1 million worth of arms. But authorities do not know if it paid the
required taxes that include a 20% custom duty and a 12% sales tax plus a 0.5% administrative fee.
Nor have authorities found tax records for any other year.

Charges dropped against former Armed Forces chief
A criminal court judge dismissed charges against former Armed Forces chief Gen. Mario Hung
Pacheco stemming from the 1988 disappearance of student leader Roger Gonzalez. In January 1998,
CODEH brought charges against Hung Pacheco, then Armed Forces chief Gen. Humberto Regalado
Hernandez, and Col. Luis Alonso Villatoro for the disappearance of Gonzalez. Documents CODEH
turned over to the court showed military personnel detained Gonzalez in Tegucigalpa after the
burning of the US embassy in April 1988. He was taken to the headquarters of the Special Forces at
La Venta in Francisco Morazan department where Hung Pacheco, then a colonel, was commander.
In June, Judge Eidelman Mejia ruled that Hung Pacheco had not participated in the disappearance.
Charges are still pending against the other two officers. Still unresolved is another charge against
Hung Pacheco. In May 1999, Judge Roxana Morales ordered his arrest on a charge that in 1997 he
had illegally set up a private security agency Sepror. The charge specified that Hung Pacheco had
organized Sepror without seeking the required permission from the Junta de Traspaso, which at the
time was overseeing the transfer of police powers from military to civilian control.
The attorney general's office believes Sepror was involved in drug trafficking and auto theft. Judge
Morales called the evidence against Hung Pacheco "irrefutable," and said if convicted the general
could face a five-to-six-year prison sentence. The arrest warrant has yet to be carried out and Hung
Pacheco is said to be interested in seeking immunity from prosecution by running for an Assembly
seat. [Sources: Spanish News Service EFE, 07/31/98; Notimex, 09/08/99, 09/11/99, 02/11/99, 03/10/99,
04/18/99; Inter Press Service, 03/15/99, 05/04/99; Reuters, 07/04/99, 07/09/99; La Prensa (Honduras),
07/09/99; El Tiempo (Honduras), 06/03/99, 07/10/99, 07/11/99]
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